Does Strategic Planning Matter?
In this Invited Commentary, the author examines the history, use, and effectiveness of strategic planning in higher education, academic medicine, and nonprofit settings. Strategic planning is a process by which an organization differentiates itself from its direct or emergent competition to achieve its mission. This form of planning is distinct from operational planning, in which an organization identifies the ways in which it will continuously improve. Many organizations employ a combination of strategic planning and operational planning but use the former term to describe their planning process without a clear definition or conceptual framework.The empirical literature across disciplines has not demonstrated that strategic planning leads to positive organizational outcomes. Over the modern history of academic medicine in the United States, strategic planning may have had limited impact on organizational outcomes because of favorable environmental circumstances that catalyzed growth and innovation regardless of planning efforts. In the current environment, organizational and departmental leaders need to define trade-offs between the various opportunities that they confront; allow for both planned and emergent strategy formulation; avoid platitudes and fluff; and focus on operational excellence.Theories from anthropology suggest that strategic plans may be more important for what they express than what they produce. Repetition of the themes and language of strategy in formal and informal discourse can have a decisive effect on the culture of the organization. Strategic planning, therefore, matters for its effect on organizational values, rituals, and ability to move the organization in new directions.